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The Civil War at Santa Elena
By James Legg and Heathley Johnson

Regular readers of Legacy are well aware
that the site of the 16th century Spanish
town of Santa Elena, on Parris Island, also
exhibits a remarkable variety of other
archaeological components. These include
Native American occupations ranging
from the Early Archaic to the 17th century, a
“plantation” component that runs from the

early 18th century to the Civil War, a WWI
Marine Corps training camp, and WWII
bombing ranges. This article summarizes
the physical evidence for Civil War
military activity on the Santa Elena site.
While specific documentation of the Civil
War component on the site is not known,
the larger Parris Island and Port Royal

Figure 1: Detail of an 1864 map showing Port Royal Sound, Beaufort, and Parris Island. The red
oval indicates the sites of Santa Elena and the Means plantation.
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Sound historical contexts make it fairly
clear what was going on there.
When the Civil War began in April
1861, Parris Island was divided into
five Sea Island cotton plantations with
an enslaved population of between 450
and 500 people. Apparently, the Parris
Island plantations were not the primary
residences of most of the planter families,
some of whom had more than one
plantation, and houses in Beaufort as well.
The Santa Elena site lay in the southeastern
portion of the Thomas Means plantation
on the south end of the island (Figure 1).
The area of the 16th century Spanish town
and its forts included the Means house,
two slave settlements, a slave cemetery,
and other plantation elements. In 1860,
the Means plantation was one of the most
successful in the area and held 72 slaves
quartered in 18 houses.
The plantation era on Parris Island
ended abruptly. Beaufort and the Sea
Islands were undisturbed by the enemy
for the first seven months of the Civil War,
but on November 7, 1861, a Federal Navy
force under the command of Commodore
Samuel F. Dupont attacked Confederate
Forts Walker and Beauregard, which
guarded the entrance to Port Royal Sound.
The attack was an overwhelming success,
and the Confederate forces retreated
inland, abandoning Port Royal Sound
and Beaufort. The Federal invasion was
intended to establish a Union coastal
enclave, to support the naval blockade of
Confederate ports along the South Atlantic
coast, to provide a base from which to
mount future campaigns, and to interrupt
the railroad between Savannah and
Charleston (Figure 1). The new enclave
became the headquarters for a command
rather confusingly named the Department
of the South. The unsuccessful Siege
of Charleston (1863-65) was ultimately
the largest operation undertaken by the
Department of the South, which was not
a particularly effective application of
military resources overall.
Plantation owners and other white
residents of the Port Royal Sound region
fled inland, taking with them personal
belongings and some slaves. For the most
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Figure 2: U.S. uniform buttons (A-C); 1854 pattern enlisted buttons (D, E); Connecticut buttons (F, G); Navy officers’ cuff and hat buttons (H-J); Iron trouser buttons. (Photos by Heathley Johnson)

Figure 3: Small arms ammunition. A. U.S. .577/.58 caliber rifle musket bullet, unfired; (B C.); U.S. .577/.58 caliber rifle musket
bullets, fired; D. U.S. .69 caliber rifle musket bullet, fired; E. .44 caliber Bartholow pattern percussion revolver bullet, fired; F.
.31 caliber Colt pattern percussion revolver bullet, fired; G. Musket percussion cap, unfired; H. Musket percussion cap, fired; I.
Revolver percussion cap, unfired; J. Revolver percussion cap, fired. (Photos by Heathley Johnson)
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Figure 4: Miscellaneous Civil War artifacts. A. “Union” patriotic badge; B. Leather attachment stud; C. Leather rivet; D.
Grommet from rubber blanket/shelter tent half. (Photo by Heathley Johnson)

part, however, they left behind the bulk of
their possessions, including thousands of
new ex-slaves and large amounts of cotton
from the record crop then in the process
of being harvested. The U.S. Treasury
dispatched agents to the Department of the
South to establish Federal ownership of
the cotton and ultimately of the abandoned
plantations themselves. Federal agents
also established administrative control
over the 16,000 or so freed slaves within
Union lines, a number that increased
throughout the war as more slaves escaped
or were evacuated by Union forces from
Confederate-held territory. Much of the
actual work of providing for the needs of
the freedmen was undertaken by an array
of Northern civilian volunteers, many
of whom were originally active in the
abolition movement.
The west bank of the Broad River
remained in Confederate hands for most
of the war, which meant that Parris Island
was on the frontier of the Union military
enclave. The Federal picket front thus
included Parris Island, and at least small
numbers of troops must have been posted
on the Island throughout the War to watch
the Broad River for enemy activity and
to prevent unauthorized “foraging” by
friendly troops. The picket forces would
16

have been short-term detachments from
regiments (perhaps a company or two
at any given time), which resulted in
poor historical visibility in the military
records. There is documentary evidence
for elements of the 97th Pennsylvania, the
33rd U.S. Colored Infantry, and the 128th
U.S. Colored Infantry on Parris Island at
various times during and shortly after
the war, but no records found to date
specifically cover the Means plantation.
The regimental history of the 97th
Pennsylvania provides a record of what
may have been a typical Parris Island tour
of duty:
On February 17 [1863], Companies A and
I were ordered to Paris Island, opposite St.
Helena Island, to guard the residents, mostly
contrabands [freedmen], from annoyance by
parties of soldiers crossing over and robbing
them of their produce. The companies were
stationed in a large cotton house at one of the
plantations, having orders to allow no soldiers
or civilians to land upon the island without
a pass from Brigadier Gen. R. Saxton. Those
companies remained on duty at Paris Island,
Capt. F.M. Guss in command, until March
31, when they returned to the regiment at
Hilton Head… The Freedmen of the island
were then, and for a long time, in the charge of

Mrs. F.D. Gage and her son, George D. Gage.
The former has since expressed their very
great satisfaction, on account of the uniform
kindness and courtesy of Capt. Guss and his
officers and the companies under his command
while on duty at that place, stating that no
cause of complaint occurred from any source
while the island remained in their charge…
Before the occupation of Paris Island by Capt.
Guss’ command, the complaints of trespassing
and injury to the property of the contrabands
were both numerous and varied...
Beginning in 1865, the United States
sold off most of Parris Island in 10acre lots to freedmen, many of whom
were originally enslaved on the island’s
plantations; a number of the Parris Island
freedmen were also veterans of service
with the United States Colored Troops
during the war. One exception to the
sales was a 200-acre tract of the Means
plantation, including the site of Santa
Elena, which was reserved as a “school
farm.” This was a property that was
leased out for farming by the United
States for the financial support of public
schools for freedmen. The school farm
property was ultimately purchased by
northern businessmen who assembled
large commercial farms on Parris Island.
Legacy, Vol. 25, No. 2, December 2021

Thus, the Santa Elena vicinity remained
unoccupied between the Civil War and
World War I, part of a large expanse of
commercial agricultural fields that covered
most of the former Means plantation. Not
surprisingly, there is very little in the way
of archaeological evidence for this period;
the 19th century component seems to end
with the Civil War.

The Civil War Artifact Assemblage

None of the Civil War material
discussed here was deliberately sought
by the Santa Elena project. The entire
collection consists of artifacts incidentally
recovered during the testing and
excavation of earlier components. While
this leaves us with an artificial distribution
of Civil War artifacts, it is at least clear that
those materials are strongly concentrated
in the vicinity of another post-Spanish

component, the Means plantation house.
That structure was located immediately
west of Spanish Fort San Felipe II, and
most of the Civil War material was
recovered during San Felipe excavations.
Figure 2 illustrates the range of
clothing artifacts that probably derive from
a Union military presence at the Means
plantation. Civil War period uniform
buttons are common on domestic sites in
the southeastern U.S. generally, and they
often are not directly related to military
activity. The most common explanation
for the ubiquity of Civil War buttons on
period sites is that they represent re-use of
uniform items by civilians and veterans. In
the case of the Means plantation buttons,
however, a direct military presence is more
likely given that the overall assemblage
includes an array of military small arms
ammunition and other diagnostic military

material. The 11 U.S. uniform buttons
in the collection are dominated by six
examples of the 1854 pattern enlisted
men’s button, which was the standard
army uniform button for enlisted men
during the Civil War and until 1875 (Figure
2A-C). Two sizes are present, three each,
including the larger coat button, and
the smaller cuff and forage cap button.
There are two Connecticut state seal
uniform buttons, one large and one small,
representing the holdover of pre-war state
uniforms well into the Civil War (Figure
2D, E). Several northern states initially
fielded units with distinctive state regalia,
including buttons and accoutrement
plates, but only New York persisted with
distinctive material until late in the war.
Several Connecticut regiments served in
the Department of the South, and they
probably contributed detachments to the

Description

Quantity

US M1854 enlisted men’s uniform button, large.
US M1854 enlisted men’s uniform button, small.
US Navy officer’s uniform button, small.
US Navy officer’s hat button, small.
Connecticut uniform button, large.
Connecticut uniform button, small.
South Carolina uniform button, medium.
Iron 4-hole trouser button.
Patriotic “UNION” eagle insignia, brass.
US rubberized blanket/shelter tent half grommet, brass.
Knapsack or sword belt stud, brass.
Leather accoutrement rivet, brass.
US .577/.58 caliber rifle musket bullet, unfired.
US .577/.58 caliber rifle musket bullet, fired.
US .69 caliber rifle musket bullet, fired.
.31 caliber Colt pattern percussion pistol bullet.
US .44 caliber Bartholow pattern percussion revolver bullet,
fired
Musket percussion cap, unfired.
Musket percussion cap, fired.
Revolver percussion cap, unfired.
Revolver percussion cap, fired.

3
3
2
1
1
1
2
20
1
15
1
11
4
4
1
1
3
7
12
4
4

Table 1: Summary of Civil War Military Material from Santa Elena. (Legg/Johnson)
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security forces on Parris Island. U.S. Navy
officers are represented by three uniform
buttons, including two standard cuff
or hat buttons, and an unusually small
hat button (Figure 2F, G). This strong
component of naval officer’s buttons is
difficult to explain. Certainly, navy boats
and crews were responsible for much
of the movement of army troops in the
Department of the South including access
to Parris Island––perhaps a regular navy
boat landing was present on Means Creek
adjacent to the Means house. Finally,
there are 20 examples in several variations
of the sheet iron, four-hole buttons that
were used on U.S. uniform trousers as fly
buttons and suspenders buttons (Figure
2H-J).
The Civil War small arms ammunition
from Santa Elena is consistent with the
typical armament of U.S. infantry of
the period. There are eight examples of
.577/.58 caliber bullets that are correct for
both the U.S. .58 caliber Springfield rifle
musket and the .577 caliber British Enfield
rifle musket (Figure 3A-C). The Springfield
and commercial copies of the Enfield
were the two most common infantry arms
fielded by the Union, and the calibers of
the two were so close that they used the
same ammunition. There is one example
of a bullet for a .69 caliber rifle musket,
reflecting the use of older smoothbore .69
caliber muskets that had been converted
to rifles before and during the war (Figure
3D). All nine rifle musket bullets are
of the familiar American “Minie’ ball”
pattern, which was a U.S. adaptation of
the elongated expanding bullet technology
developed by the French and British. Four
of the .577/.58 bullets and the .69 caliber
bullet are fired, a common condition in
campsites that probably reflects target
shooting and the unloading of picket’s
guns rather than hostile action. The
collection includes three fired examples
of “Bartholow” pattern bullets for a .44
caliber percussion revolver (Figure 3E).
The .44 revolver was the standard sidearm
of U.S. infantry officers, and the Bartholow
pattern was one of the most abundant
ammunition varieties issued for such
revolvers. There is also one fired, Colt
18

pattern .31 caliber percussion revolver
bullet, which might represent a revolver
carried by a civilian, or perhaps the
personal sidearm of an officer (Figure 3F).
All the arms discussed above were
primed with separate copper percussion
caps, which are the most abundant
ammunition artifacts in the collection.
They include 19 musket caps, both fired
and unfired, and eight smaller revolver
caps, fired and unfired (Figure 3G-J). Both
sizes of caps also had civilian applications,
but in association with a quantity of
military projectiles, it is likely that most of
the caps are Civil War military artifacts.
Figure 4 illustrates some artifacts that
are not included in the categories above,
but which very likely derive from the
presence of U.S. troops during the war.
The partially intact sheet brass emblem
in Figure 4A would appear to be some
sort of military insignia, but it is actually
a civilian patriotic “Union” badge. Figure
4B is a brass stud for connecting leather
equipment, an item of hardware most
often found on knapsack straps. The
collection includes 11 examples of brass

leather rivets of the sort used on cartridge
boxes, percussion cap boxes, and bayonet
scabbards (Figure 4C). These rivets are also
seen on mid-19th century harness, so some
examples may derive from the Means
plantation rather than military usage.
There are 15 small brass grommets in the
collection (Figure 4D). While seemingly
generic, these artifacts are familiar U.S.
military diagnostics, deriving from the
rubber blankets/shelter tent halves that
were general issue to each soldier by the
last half of the war.
Finally, the Santa Elena collection
includes two variations of South Carolina
uniform buttons that clearly are not related
to the U.S. military occupation (Figure 5).
These buttons are of pre-war Northern
manufacture, but they are fairly common
in wartime Confederate context. Given
that the Means plantation did not exist
after the war, an earlier origin is suggested.
The buttons may have been lost by Means
family members or visitors in uniform
from the 1850s up to the Union capture of
Port Royal Sound (and Parris Island) in
November 1861.

Figure 5: South Carolina uniform buttons. (Photo by Heathley Johnson)
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